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RADIO FREQUENCY IDENTIFICATION 
SYSTEMS FOR ASSET TRACKING 

INCORPORATION BY REFERENCE 

U.S. application Ser. No. 09/735,243, filed Dec. 12, 2000 
and entitled "Object Tracking and Management System and 
Method Using Radio Frequency Identification Tags " PCT 
Publication No. WO 02/48955, is incorporated herein by 
reference. 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

The present invention relates to radio frequency identifi- 
cation (RFID) systems for asset tracking, and in one embodi- 
ment to such systems for use in tracking pallets. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Pallets, containers, and other similar structures are used 
worldwide to aid in the transport of products of various 
kinds, and are preferred because they can be easily moved 
with the aid of a forklift truck, which may also be referred 
to as a forklift. The pallet can be loaded with products 
(which may be in containers or cartons, for example) at the 
end of a production process, moved to a storage or transport 
location, shipped, moved to another storage or transport 
location, and then moved to a location at which the products 
would be used or sold. Because the pallets can be lifted, 
moved, and stored easily, they make the transportation of 
products simple and fast. 

Conventional pallets are square or rectangular and include 
reinforced areas beneath which the forks of a forklift can 
enter to lift the pallet. Some conventional pallets can receive 
the forks of a forklift from only two opposite sides of the 
pallet, and are referred to as "two-way" pallets. Other pallets 
can receive the forks of a forklift from any of its four sides, 
and arc referred to as "four-way" pallets. An exemplary 
four-way pallet 10 is shown in FIG. 1 Typically pallets 10 
are constructed of a wood such as fir or pine or man-made 
materials, and the individual pieces of the pallet are nailed, 
stapled, or otherwise fastened together. In other instances, a 
monolithic pallet can be provided, made for example from 
plastic. Assembled pallets can include horizontal wooden 
boards called deck boards 20. On the top of the pallet 10, the 
deck boards 20 are normally supported in the middle and 
along each edge by stringer boards 30. The stringer boards 
30 may in turn be supported by blocks 40 provided at least 
at the four comers or vertices 50 of the pallet 10 and, 
perhaps, elsewhere along the outer edges 60 of the pallet or 
at its interior, or both. Other deck boards 20 (bottom deck 
boards) may be fastened to the underside of the blocks 40 to 
hold them in place, which can add rigidity and depending on 
the arrangement of those boards, can provide a top surface 
for the pallet if it is flipped over. 

Assembled pallets normally include at least one board 20 
at or near a side 60 of the pallet 10. Such a board is referred 
to as an "end board" 80. The deck boards may be made from 
wood, plastic, or one or more other known materials. There 
are normally two end boards 80 per pallet 10, but four could 
be provided on, for example, a four-way pallet. Because of 
their position, end boards 80 are frequently damaged by the 
leading ends of the forks of a forklift, and for that and other 
reasons, molded plastic end boards are sometimes preferred. 
Plastic boards 20 may also be more uniformly sized and may 
provide greater resistance to the negative effects of moisture, 
such as mold or rotting. 

RFID tags are now well-known and typically include an 
integrated circuit (IC) that is operatively coupled to an 
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antenna (the tag antenna). The tag may also have a battery, 
or it may have no battery and may instead obtain energy 
from an external reader. RFID tags without batteries may be 
preferred for applications in which lower cost is a dominant 
5 factor, and RFID tags with batteries may be preferred for 
applications in which a longer read range is preferred. Either 
or both may be used in conjunction with the present inven- 
tion. The RFID tags of the present invention preferably 
resonate in the UHF or microwave frequency band, either of 
10 which enables an RFID reader to interrogate the tags from 
a sufficiently long read range to be useful. 

The IC associated with an RFID tag typically includes a 
certain amount of memory in which a tag identifier is stored, 
and perhaps other information related to the tag, and/or the 
15 item or items with which the tag is to be associated. When 
an RFID reader (also known as an interrogator, either of 
which may read or write information to an RFID tag) 
transmits energy via its reader antenna to interrogate the 
RFID tag, the tag responds with information from which the 
20 reader can obtain the RFID tag identifier or other informa- 
tion. The data, identifier, or information obtained by the 
RFID reader may then be compared to entries in a database 
of identifiers or to information associated with that RFID 
tag. In that manner, information regarding an RFID-tagged 
25 item may be obtained, updated, and provided to a user, 
and/or written to an RFID tag, perhaps even in real-time. 

Various patents and publications have described the use of 
RFID tags with pallets. For example, publication document 
Netherlands 9401836 describes a process and system for the 
identification of pallets, in which an RFID tag (transponder) 
is installed in the center of the pallet. Antennae elements are 
provided in the forks of a pallet moving apparatus, which is 
supposed to enable a device to obtain information from the 
RFID tag. U.S. Pat. Nos. 5,662,048 and 5,971,592 also relate 

35 

to a pallet having a data storage device from which a data 
collection device can obtain information. These and other 
sources do not, however, aid in the resolution of a number 
of practical difficulties that are resolved by the methods, 
systems, and devices of the present invention. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

One aspect of the present invention provides an asset 
tracking system. One embodiment of the asset tracking 
45 system comprises: a) at least one RFID reader antenna 
positioned on a fixed portion of a forklift; b) at least one 
RFID reader antenna positioned on a portion of the forklift 
that is vertically movable with respect to the fixed portion; 
and c) a pallet including at least two RFID tags, in which one 
50 RFID tag is positioned in one quadrant of the pallet and 
another RFID tag is positioned in an opposite quadrant of the 
pallet, to enable at least one of the RFID tags to be 
interrogated by an RFID reader antenna adjacent any one of 
the four sides of the pallet. 
55 Another aspect of the present invention provides a pallet, 
One embodiment of the pallet comprises: (a) a first REID tag 
provided in a first quadrant of the pallet; and (b) a second 
RFID tag provided in an opposed second quadrant of the 
pallet, such that an RFID reader antenna that approaches the 
so pallet from one of the four sides of the pallet can interrogate 
at least one of the RFID tags. 

Another aspect of the present invention provides a forklift 
RFID system. One embodiment of the forklift RFID system 
comprises: a) at least one RFID antenna positioned on a 
65 fixed portion of the forklift; and b) at least one RFID antenna 
positioned on a portion of the forklift that is vertically 
movable with respect to the fixed portion. 
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Another aspect of the present invention provides a forklift RFID tag associated with one or more pallets may be 

RFID system. One embodiment of the forklift RFID system interrogated, and the location of a particular pallet can be 

comprises: (a) a forklift having a mast and a load backrest; tracked within a warehouse, distribution center, or other 

and (b) at least one RFID antenna positioned within a facility. The present invention includes within its scope a 

column on each side of the forklift, the columns each being 5 number of related improvements to that type of system and 

bounded by (i) the outer edge of the forklift mast; (ii) the method that are believed to overcome certain challenges 

outer edge of the forklift, (iii) the hack edge of the forklift faced in attempting to implement such a system, 

mast, and (iv) the front edge of the load backrest. The present invention includes the particular placement of 

Another aspect of the present invention provides a board an ta £ in or on a deck board 20 and certain other 

for a pallet. One embodiment of the board for a pallet 10 locations on a pallet 10. Before describing key aspects of 

comprises a board for a pallet, wherein the board includes an that placement and othe rparts of the invention, a brief 

edge and an RFID tag positioned at approximately a description of suitable RFID tags will be provided. 

45-degree angle with respect to that edge. B. RFID Tags and Readers 

Another aspect of the present invention provides a pallet , A number of and tags may be useful with 

including a corner block One embodiment of the pallet 15 ^ e P^, 111 "?vention, mcluding one currently available from 

including a corner block comprises a pallet including a ^ Smgle Chip Systems Corporation l (S CS) o San Diego, 

corner block, wherein the comer block includes a chamfered Calif- undcr r the designator i U519 INSTASCAN Scanner 

inside corner with an RFID tag affixed thereto. °" of , RFID tag useful with that and other RFID 

readers is also currently available from SCS under the 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 20 designation "DUAR-LABEL," and specifically under the 

designations DL-100, DL-400, DL-1000, and DL-9000. 

The present invention will be described with reference to C. Preferred Orientation and Position of RFID Tags with 

the appended Figures, in which Respect to Reader Antennae 

FTC 1 illustrates a perspective view of a prior art pallet; In the following descriptions of RFID tags, tag antennae, 

FIGS. 2, 3, and 4 illustrate spacial relationships between 25 reader antennae, pallets and pallet boards, the longest 

an RFID reader antenna and an RFID tag according to the dimension of the object is referred to as the length and is 

present invention; measured along a central longitudinal axis. The shortest 

FIGS. 5A, 5B,' 5C, and 5D are top views of a forklift dim ™ of the object is referred to as the thickness and is 

engaging a pallet from one of four opposed directions ift m ™ d ^ a ^ z *™' ™ e other dimension is 

acceding to Uie present invention; 30 referred to * ih *™ dth , and is measured along a central 

r transverse axis. The transverse axis of the object and the 

FIGS. 6A 6B, 6C, 6D, 6E 6F, 6G, 6H, 61, 6J, and 6K are longit udinal axis of the object together define a plane. For 

top views of pallets with RFID tags located in various example, in the case of an RFID tag, the plane defined by the 

positions and orientations according to the present mven- i 0Dgi tudinal axis and the transverse axis is referred to as an 

tlon ' 35 RFlD-tag plane. In the case of a reader antenna, the plane 

FIG. 7 is a front perspective view of a forklift provided defined by the longitudinal and transverse axes of the reader 

with a set of reader antennas according to the present antenna is referred to as the plane of the reader antenna, 

invention; There are several factors that are believed to be correlated 

FIG. 8 is a bottom view of an RFID tag provided in a slot to the ability of an RFID reader to successfully interrogate 

formed in a board having stiffening ribs according to the 40 an RFID tag, and particularly the ability of an RFID reader 

present invention; and associated with a forklift to successfully interrogate an RFID 

FIG. 9 is a perspective view of an alternative pallet tag associated with a pallet or the like. Those factors include 

according to the present invention. me angle of the tag antenna plane with respect to the reader 

antenna plane (which is preferably minimized); the degree to 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 45 which the tag antenna is "on axis" with respect to the plane 

INVENTION of the reader antenna; and the distance between the tag 

A RFID Tagged Pallets antenna and the reader antenna. For cases in which linearly 

Many companies own pallets, and some owners of pallets polarized antennas are used, an additional factor is the extent 

lease them to other companies for their use. Following the to which the longitudinal axis of the tag is aligned relative 

use of a pallet to transport goods to a destination, the pallets 50 to the polarization axis of the reader antenna. Performance 

might be returned to the pallet owner, another entity, or to a is believed to be optimized when the longitudinal axis of the 

specific location for examination, reuse, reconditioning, tag is parallel to the polarization axis of the antenna, 

repair, or disposal. If the pallet has an RFID tag, and Accordingly, the present invention provides a pallet hav- 

up -to -date information including information concerning the ing RFID tag(s) in locations that have not previously been 

pallet is written to the tag, then the tag can contain infor- 55 recognized as advantageous, and as a result the information 

mation about the current status and the history of the pallet stored on the RFID tags is more easily and reliably obtained 

or its contents or both. Thus, tagging the pallet can help when the RFID reader interrogates the RFID tag(s). More 

record the location of the pallet, the condition of the pallet, specifically, a four- way pallet is described herein in which 

the contents of the pallet, the time the pallet spends at any the associated RFID tags may be easily and reliably read 

particular pallet handler, the destination and routing 60 when the pallet is approached by a forklift from any one of 

schedule, and history of the pallet including pallet repairs, the four directions, but requires only two tags on each pallet 

and other information of interest to the user or owner, or to do so. This feature is particularly useful when multiple 

both. This and other information can be obtained quickly loaded pallets, or stacks of pallets, or stacks of other tagged 

and easily from each pallet by simply using an RFID reader items, are being transported by the forklift simultaneously, 

to interrogate the RFID tag associated with the pallet. A 65 FIG. 2 shows, schematically, an example of the orienta- 

convenient method of reading information from such a tag tion and position of a tag antenna 90 with respect to the plane 

is to attach an RFID reader to a forklift truck, so that the 100 of an exemplary reader antenna 110. The tag antenna 90 
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is shown schematically in outline as a two dimensional 
planar rectangle. Actual RFID tags of course have a thick- 
ness and may have a different shape than the idealized one 
shown. The axis 130 of the tag antenna is also shown in FIG. 
2. Although the various axes of the RFID tag are normally 
coincident with or at least parallel to the corresponding axes 
of the tag antenna (for example, the longitudinal axis of the 
RFID tag is normally coincident with or parallel to the 
longitudinal axis of the tag antenna), and will be described 
as such, that may not always be the case. The variations are 
within the scope of the present invention as well The angle 
between the plane of the reader antenna 110 and the longi- 
tudinal axis 130 of the tag antenna 90 is shown genetically 
as the angle 6 in FIG. 2. The reader antenna 110 in FIG. 2 
typically, but not necessarily, comprises a dielectric layer 
140 and a ground plane 150. The reader antenna 110 is 
exemplified, schematically, in FIG. 2 as approximately pla- 
nar and is linear polarized having a longitudinal axis 120. 
However, the reader antenna 110 of the invention need not 
necessarily be linear polarized. It could, for example, be 
circular-polarized. 

In FIG. 3, the longitudinal axis 130 of the tag antenna 90 
is parallel with the plane 100 of the reader antenna 110. In 
FIG. 3, the angle 9 is zero degrees, meaning that the plane 
100 of the reader antenna 110 and the axis 130 of the tag 
antenna 90 are parallel. In both FIGS. 2 and 3, the tag 
antenna 90 is said to be "on axis" relative to the reader 
antenna 110, because the projection 160 of the tag antenna 
90 in the direction of the z-axis of the reader antenna 110 
onto the plane 100 is within the boundaries of the antenna 
110. 

In FIG. 4, the tag antenna 90 is shown "off axis" to the 
reader antenna 100. The center 170 of the projection 160 and 
the center 180 of the reader antenna 110 are at an offset 
distance "D" from one another. The relative positions of the 
tag antenna and the reader antenna, when the former is 
projected onto the latter, may be summarized as follows: off 
axis (when the entire projection of the tag antenna falls 
outside the reader antenna), partially on-axis (when a portion 
of the projection of the tag antenna falls inside the reader 
antenna, but the center of the projection is outside of the 
reader antenna), substantially on-axis (when the center of the 
projection of the tag antenna falls inside the reader antenna), 
and on-axis (when the center of the projection of the tag 
antenna is aligned with the center of the reader antenna). 
These relative positions of the reader antenna and the tag 
antenna are in increasing order of preference, with on-axis 
tag positioning being the most preferred though not 
required. Although it is unlikely that a tag antenna will 
always be exactly on-axis relative to the reader antenna, 
better interrogation performance is believed to be obtained 
when angle 6 is zero degrees and the tag is at least substan- 
tially on-axis, meaning that the center of the projected tag 
antenna falls somewhere within the boundaries of the reader 
antenna 110. For on-axis interrogation, interrogation perfor- 
mance is acceptable at 9 of about 30 degrees or even about 
45 degrees, but after angle 9 increases to more than about 55 
or 60 degrees, it is very difficult to successfully interrogate 
the tag. Acceptable interrogation performance may be 
obtained for off-axis tag positions if angle 6 is greater than 
zero degrees; the preferred angle depending on factors 
including the distance between the tag and the antenna and 
the distance D. 

In one embodiment of the invention, a preferred position 
of the tag (and therefore tag antenna) on the pallet is 
provided that results in decreased offset distances, D, when 
a forklift with the antenna arrays of the invention engages a 
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pallet. In another embodiment, certain tag orientations on 
the pallet are described, which facilitate the interrogation of 
those tags regardless of the direction from which a pallet 
(such as a four-way pallet) is approached by a forklift. These 
5 and other aspects of the invention are described in greater 
detail below. 

FIG. 5 A is a top view of a rectangular four-way pallet 10, 
with one of the four possible positions in which a forklift can 
engage with the pallet 10. FIGS. 5B, 5C, and 5D show the 

10 other three possible forklift positions, and will be described 
in turn below. In each position, the forklift truck is centered 
with respect to the side 60 of pallet 10 facing the front of the 
forklift. Each antenna interrogates RFID tags within the 
range of the antenna by transmitting a signal in a generally 

15 conical pattern 200, as shown. Accordingly, when a forklift 
approaches a pallet as shown in FIG. 5A, at least one of the 
antennas interrogates the RFID tag positioned in the adja- 
cent portion of the pallet. Moreover, if the RFID tag is 
positioned generally as shown, at approximately a 45-degree 

20 angle with respect to the side 60 of the pallet, then the RFID 
tag will preferably be on-axis, or perhaps substantially 
on-axis, or at least partially on-axis relative to the RFID 
reader antenna. Aparticularly beneficial aspect of the present 
invention is then apparent from FIGS. 5B, 5C, and 5D. In 

25 each case, the position of the RFID tag, at approximately a 
45-degree angle, enables the forklift antennas to interrogate 
the RFID tag on-axis, or perhaps substantially on-axis, or at 
least partially on-axis. More specifically, in FIG. 5B the 
right-hand reader antenna can interrogate the RFID tag in 

30 the lower right-hand quadrant of the pallet; in FIG. 5C the 
left-hand reader antenna can interrogate the RFID tag in the 
upper left-hand quadrant of the pallet; and in FIG. 5D the 
right-hand reader antenna can interrogate the RFID tag in 
the upper left-hand quadrant of the pallet. Another manner 

35 of describing the location of the RFID tags in or on the pallet 
is that they are generally provided in opposed (rather than in 
adjacent) quadrants of the pallet, as shown. This general 
arrangement of the forklift and pallet can be done with only 
two RFID antennas on the forklift and two RFID tags 

40 (positioned generally as shown, or as later described and 
shown), if desired, or with more antennas and/or tags as 
desired. The 45-degree angle referenced and shown in the 
Figures is preferred, but other angles may be used if the 
RFID reader antenna is still able to interrogate the RFID tag 

45 successfully. 

The particular arrangement of RFID tags on the pallet 
shown in FIG. 5 is useful, but not the only arrangement that 
is within the scope of the present invention. FIGS. 6A 
through 6K illustrate embodiments that may also be useful 

50 for applications including the one shown in FIG. 5. FIGS. 
6A, 6B, 6C, and 6D show embodiments in which the 
transverse axis of the RFID tag is generally parallel to the 
z-axis of the pallet, FIGS. 6E, 6F, 6G, and 6H show 
embodiments in which the transverse axis of the RFID tag 

55 is generally parallel to the plane of the pallet, and FIGS. 61, 
6J, and 6K show embodiments in which the longitudinal axis 
of the RFID tag is generally parallel to the z-axis of the 
pallet. In each of these cases, the polarization axis for each 
antenna in the array should be favorably aligned relative to 

60 the longitudinal axes of the tags in the pallets to maximize 
the read performance. 

Antenna arrangements of the general type described 
above may be useful in interrogating the RFID tags associ- 
ated with a single pallet. That is, the two antennas illustrated 

65 in FIG. 5 (or such other number of antennas as are chosen) 
can be adapted to successfully interrogate one or more RFID 
tags provided on a pallet in the manner described above, 
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whether that pallet is empty or loaded. However, in many gation performance, which may depend on whether the 

applications, a forklift carries more than one pallet, and pallets that are normally transported are empty or loaded 

accordingly the present invention includes embodiments in (and if loaded, with what). It is also preferred that any 

which RFID reader antennas are provided in an array to antenna that is located above the top of the load backrest 295 

enable the system to successfully interrogate multiple pal- 5 be mounted on the forklift mast 290 as a stationery antenna, 

lets. Those pallets could be a stack of empty pallets (20 and that any antenna mounted below the top of the load 

stacked empty pallets, for example), or side-by-side stacks backrest 295 be mounted on the movable portion of the 

of empty pallets (two stacks of 20 empty pallets, for forklift. Enhanced RFID interrogation performance is 

example). The latter, which may be referred to a double- believed to be available when the RFID antennas are 

stack of pallets, may require a second set of forks on the 10 arranged in this columnar arrangement or, if one column of 

forklift, and accordingly a second array of RFID reader antennas cannot be provided on each side of the forklift 

antennas. In another example, multiple loaded pallets are centerline, then with as many of the RFID antennas verti- 

stacked atop each other for simultaneous movement by a cally aligned in the expected position of the RFID tags on 

forklift, as in the case of pallets of building materials such the pallets as possible, 

as wood, drywall, or concrete products, and other stacked 15 D. Mounting an RFID Tag on a Pallet 

arrangements such as cartons where the top surface is The RFID tag may be mounted in or on a pallet in several 

relatively level, strong, and stable. Again, an antenna array different ways. For example, it may be useful to affix the 

would be useful to enable the RFID forklift system to RFID tag 330 to a board 20 of the pallet, so that the relative 

interrogate all those pallets, preferably substantially simul- position of the tag and the board is fixed at, for example, a 

taneously. 20 45-degree angle. The RFID tag may be provided on the lead 

To address these and other situations, the reader antennas or end board, or any other suitable board or the equivalent, 

shown in FIG. 5 may be arranged in an antenna array, one A conventional pallet 10 can easily be modified by the 

example of which is shown in FIG. 7. In that illustration, two replacement of one or more boards 20 with a board made of 

lower RFID reader antennas are provided, two middle RFID plastic or wood having an attached RFID tag 330. In another 

reader antennas are provided above the lower antennas, two 25 embodiment, the tag 330 is secured to a plastic board 20 as 

upper RFID reader antennas are provided above the middle shown in FIG. 8 wherein an insertion slot 335 for a tag is 

antennas, and two top RFID reader antennas are provided supplied between stiffening ribs 345 on the underside of the 

above the upper antennas. These antennas are preferably, but plastic board. 

not necessarily, vertically aligned, and thus are spaced an Preferably, the RFID tag 330 is spaced away from any 

approximately uniform distance apart. In one embodiment 30 connection zones, which are parts of the pallet 10 where the 

described in further detail below, at least one antenna is components of the pallets are secured together with nails, 

provided on a vertically movable portion of the forklift and screws, staples, or other metal fasteners. The RFID tag 330 

at least one antenna is provided on a relatively fixed portion is also preferably spaced away from any surface such that 

of the forklift. In cases such as that, it may be difficult or moisture does not collect between the tag and the surface, 

impossible to provide the antennas in vertical alignment. In 35 which could lead to corrosion, bacteria or mold affecting the 

those and other cases, some of none of the antennas may be tag. Thus, the RFID tag 330 may need to be spaced away 

vertically-aligned, so that, for example, in an embodiment from the connection zone or other surfaces by a distance that 

such as in FIG. 7, the upper and top antennas are vertically depends on the characteristics of the tag and the materials 

aligned, but both are farther from the centerline of the near the tag. 

forklift than the middle and lower antennas, which are also 40 Pallets 10 can be of the stringer type or a block type (an 

vertically aligned with each other on each side of the forklift. example of a block pallet is shown in FIG. 1). FIG. 9 shows 

Pairs of reader antennas may be provided in general hori- an example of a four-way stringer pallet 10. Both are 

zontal alignment also, if desired, as illustrated in FIG. 7. typically rectangular, and an overall loadable area of 102 

When the antenna array(s) 280 are provided as shown in cmxl22 cm (40x48) inches is common. Stringer pallets can 

FIG. 7, for example, then as a load of multiple pallets is 45 be two or four way. Tags 330 can advantageously be 

lifted vertically, more than one antenna may interrogate each mounted on the lead boards, or on the second boards 190, of 

RFID-tagged pallet. Any duplication in interrogation can be either type of pallet. 

handled by software programs that are known in the art. A particularly advantageous location for the RFID tags of 

Although in the illustrated embodiments of the invention the the present invention is on an inside surface, and preferably 

RFID reader antennas have planes that are perpendicular to 50 on a chamfered inside comer, of a block, as shown for 

the centerline of the forklift, the reader antennas can be example in FIG. 5C at 400. Different tag orientations, such 

angled if desired to produce a beneficial effect. For example, as those shown in FIGS. 6 A through 6K, may be used in that 

antennas provided on the fixed portions of the forklift could same location. One embodiment is to include an RFID tag 

be angled toward the centerline of the forklift, and those having its longitudinal axis (and thus the longitudinal axis of 

provided on the movable portions could be angled away 55 the tag antenna) parallel to the z axis of the pallet, and 

from the centerline, or the reverse, or any useful combina- affixed to the chamfered inside corner of blocks associated 

tion of angled and perpendicular antennas. with two opposed quadrants of the pallet. 

Another manner of describing an array of RFID antennas E. Other Embodiments of the Present Invention 

of the type illustrated in FIG. 7 is as follows. The preferred An additional aspect of the present invention relates to 

mounting zones for RFID antennas may be within two 60 providing antennas on forklifts in a particular manner. As 

columns that are preferably symmetrical with respect to the shown in FIG. 7, a reader antenna array 280 comprises at 

centerline of the forklift. The boundaries of these columns least one reader antenna 110 on a fixed portion such as the 

preferably extend laterally, on each side, from the outer edge mast 290 of a forklift and at least one reader antenna on a 

of the forklift mast 290 to the outer edge of the forklift itself, vertically movable portion 300 of the forklift. The fixed 

and from the back edge of the forklift mast 290 to the front 65 portion of the forklift may include the hydraulics required to 

edge of the load backrest. RFID antennas can be placed in lift the movable portion, or may be a part of the frame or the 

these columns wherever needed to obtain adequate interro- cage of the forklift, or another such structure. The vertically 



01/15/2004, EAST Version: 1.4.1 



US 6,669,089 B2 

9 10 

movable portion of the forklift raises the pallets and their truck is normally called a reach truck. If the forklift system 

contents, if any, to a desired elevation, either simply to is required to read tags 330 on pallets 10 wherein there are 

enable the forklift to move with the pallet, or to lift the pallet less than four tags per pallet for the pallet-tag configurations 

up to an elevated storage location. The vertically movable shown in FIG. 6, then antenna arrays of one or more 

portion of the forklift may also be horizontally or laterally 5 antennae on both sides of the forklift as shown in FIG. 7 are 

movable, or extensible away from the forklift, or both, as is preferred. This is also preferred for four- way pallets having 

known in the art. no more than two tags per pallet. This is because, in that way, 

In the embodiment of the invention shown in FIG. 7, a there is always an antenna array adjacent or near to a pallet 

forklift is equipped with one or more RFID readers and two RF1D tag. This gives improved readability of the tag. For 

or more RFID antennae 110 operative ly connected to the one 10 forklifts with two pairs of front-mounted forks, the configu- 

or more RFID readers. One antenna is located on a portion ration of antennae shown in FIG. 7 is one example of a 

of the forklift that remains in a fixed position, such as mast configuration of antennae mounted on the forklift. Other 

290, and the second antenna is located on a portion of the arrangements are also within the scope of the present 

forklift that is movable 300, as described below. As shown invention. 

in FIG. 7, the movable portion 300 that includes at least two 15 The cables or other connection devices used to connect 

forks 340, a back frame 295 to which the forks are the various components of the present invention (including 

connected, and a mechanical or hydraulic lift system asso- the RFID reader, the RFID antennae, a power source, a 

ciated with mast 290 that lifts the frame and thereby the touch-panel display or other user interface) should be suf- 

forks, to elevate the load. The lift system may also be able ficiently durable and protected to avoid damage in the 

to shift the frame and forks from side-to -side, and the forks 20 conditions to which the forklift is expected to be exposed, 

themselves are typically laterally adjustable to enable them Forklifts are notorious for inflicting and sustaining damage, 

to fit under or within pallets of different dimensions. The and the components and connections should, to the extent 

frame and forks are movable, and in the aspect of the possible, be covered or otherwise protected. To the extent 

invention described in this section include at least one RFID that cables connect components on the fixed portion of the 

antenna for reading RFID tags associated with pallets, or one 25 forklift to ones on the movable part, those cables can be 

or more items carried on the pallets, or both. The lift system festooned through pulleys or other suitable structures to 

is in a fixed position relative to the remainder of the forklift, maintain their position and appropriate tension, 

and although portions of the lift system must move to elevate Alternatively, wireless communications systems can be pro- 

the forks and frame, it is considered for purposes of the vided between the reader antennas, the reader, and host 

present invention to be in a fixed position. 30 computer, if desired. To minimize the power required to 

One particular advantage of an antenna arrangement of operate the reader, it may be desirable to multiplex interro- 

this type, and particularly an arrangement where the antenna gation signals among the RFID reader antennas, rather than 

(e) that are provided on the fixed portion of the forklift are broadcast constant interrogation signals through all anten- 

positioned above the frame and forks when the latter are in nas. These types of signal multiplexing arrangements are 

their lowered position, is that essentially all of a stack of 35 known in the art. 

empty RFID-tagged pallets can be interrogated almost In another embodiment, the forklift may include one or 

simultaneously by at least one antenna in the antenna array. more RFID reader antennas adapted to interrogate location 

Accordingly, one aspect of this invention is the combination RFID tags located within a building or other location. Those 

of an forklift equipped with an RFID reader and at least one location tags can provide information to the RFID interro- 

RFID antenna on each of the fixed and movable portions of 40 gation system regarding the location where a pallet was 

the forklift, and at least one stack of pallets that are each found, where it was taken (such as through which dock gate 

equipped with an RFID tag. door, or other portal), and where it was left. The reader 

The positioning of the antennae shown in FIG. 7 provides antenna used to read location RFID tags could be located 

several advantages. First, antennae are positioned so as not atop the forklift, and the RFID tags located at or above the 

to obscure the forward view of the forklift operator so that 45 level of that antenna, for example. That antenna could also 

operating ability of the driver is not impaired. Second, the be in the multiplexing sequence with the other antennas 

antennae are contained within the outer periphery of the described herein. 

forklift. This is to limit the danger of the antennae snagging In one embodiment of the invention, a forklift is provided 

or contacting objects as the forklift is in motion. with a sensor such as a proximity sensor that activates the 

A number of variations on this aspect of the invention are 50 RFID interrogation system when the front of the forklift 

possible. First, the forklift may have more than one RFID comes within a predetermined distance of an object. In that 

reader, and even one RFID reader associated with each manner, the RFID interrogation system does not need to be 

RFID antenna. Second, the RFID reader may also be capable permanently activated, but can instead become activated 

of programming or writing information to the RFID tags, when a pallet or stack of pallets is approached by the forklift. 

and may do so using the same RFID antennae as the readers 55 Optical proximity sensors are one suitable type of sensor for 

use to obtain information from the RFID tags. Third, the these purposes, but others may be envisioned. The forklift 

RFID readers can have an integral data storage device, a RFID system may also or instead be adapted to turn off if an 

removable data storage device (such as a flash memory card RFID tag has not been successfully interrogated within a 

or another removable medium), or can be connected to an predetermined period of time, again so that the RFID 

external database and computer by a wired or wireless link. 60 interrogation system does not have to be permanently acti- 

Fourth, the forklift may include more than the standard two vated. For example, if the RFID interrogation system has not 

forks, and in one embodiment include four forks appropri- successfully interrogated an RFID tag (which may be a 

ately spaced to enable the forklift to carry two vertical stacks pallet tag, a location tag, or another tag) for 10 minutes, the 

of pallets, each stack including one or more pallets. The RFID interrogation could enter "sleep" mode, and await a 

pallets could be fill, partially loaded or empty. Forklift trucks 65 signal instructing it to activate again, 

can be equipped with very high masts enabling the posi- The system of the present invention preferably also 

tioning of a pallet 10 in a very high location. Such a forklift includes a user interface, such as a display 500 (which may 
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be a touch -panel display) visible to an operator of the 
forklift, a keyboard, a removable data storage device (such 
as a floppy disc drive, or flash memory card). The user 
interface preferably is adapted to display information to the 
user regarding the pallets interrogated by the RFID reader 
antennas, the contents of the pallets (which information may 
be available from the RFID tags, a database, or a combina- 
tion of the two), how many RFID tags were successfully 
interrogated, which location tag(s) are the closest, the 
desired location for the pallet, an indication of whether the 
forklift is approaching a correct or an incorrect location tag 
(based on the pallet(s) carried by the forklift and their 
intended locations)), and other information of the type 
described earlier. The user interface enables the operator to 
input additional data (for example through the touch-panel 
display or keyboard), such as the condition of the pallet or 
its contents, the time that it was picked up or dropped off, the 
operator's identity, or other such information. The touch- 
screen display may also include a calibration system, so that 
no keyboard is required when a screen is repaired or 
replaced. 

The advantages of the present invention are numerous and 
substantial. Among them are the ability to successfully 
interrogate multiple pallets (either loaded or unloaded), and 
the ability to approach and interrogate multiple pallets or 
multiple pallet loads from any one of four directions while 
minimizing the number of tags necessary for each pallet. 
Although the present invention has been described primarily 
with reference to pallets, persons of skill in the art will 
understand that these teachings can also be applied to 
containers, bins, racks, totes, or other storage devices. 

We claim: 

1. A forklift RFID system, comprising: 

a) at least one RFID antenna positioned on a fixed portion 
of the forklift; 

b) at least one RFID antenna positioned on a portion of the 
forklift that is vertically movable with respect to the 
fixed portion; 

c) a user interface including a touch-panel display; and 

d) software adapted to provide information to the display 
describing which RFID tags have been interrogated by 
the antennas. 

2. The forklift RFID system of claim 1, wherein the 
system comprises at least four spaced antennas on the fixed 
portion of the forklift, and at least four spaced antennas on 
the vertically movable portion of the forklift. 

3. The forklift RFID system of claim 1, wherein the 
forklift further comprises an antenna for interrogating RFID 
location tags in a storage area. 

4. The forklift RFID system of claim 3, wherein the 
antenna for interrogating RFID location tags in a storage 
area is located on the top of the forklift, and at least one 
RFID location tag is located in the storage area above that 
antenna. 

5. The forklift RFID system of claim 1, wherein the 
system further comprises a multiplexing circuit for multi- 
plexing interrogation signals among the at least two anten- 
nas. 

6. The system of claim 1, wherein the system further 
comprises software adapted to provide information to a user 
interface regarding a pallet. 

7. The system of claim 1, wherein the software associates 
an RFID-tagged pallet with an RFID location tag. 

8. The system of claim 1, wherein the software provides 
a signal to a user through the user interface when a forklift 
carrying an RFID-tagged pallet approaches a correct RFID 
location tag. 
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9. The system of claim 1, wherein the software provides 
a signal to a user through the user interface when a forklift 
carrying an RFID-tagged pallet approaches an incorrect 
RFID location tag. 

10. The system of claim 1, wherein the forklift includes at 
least one sensor to activate an RFID interrogation system 
automatically. 

11. The system of claim 1, wherein the forklift includes a 
deactivation system to turn off the RFID interrogation 

( system automatically if no RFID tag has been successfully 
interrogated for a predetermined period of time. 

12. A forklift RFID system, comprising: 

a) a forklift having a mast and a load backrest; 

b) at least one RFID antenna positioned within a column 
on each side of the forklift, the columns each being 
bounded by (i) the outer edge of the forklift mast; (ii) 
the outer edge of the forklift, (hi) the back edge of the 
forklift mast, and (iv) the front edge of the load 
backrest; 

20 c) a user interface including a touch-panel display; and 
d) software adapted to provide information to the display 
describing which RFID tags have been interrogated by 
the antennas. 

13. The forklift system of claim 12, wherein the system 
25 includes at least four RFID antennas, two of which are 

disposed on each side of the mast. 

14. The forklift RFID system of claim 12, wherein the 
system includes at least eight RFID antennas, four of which 
are disposed on each side of the mast. 

30 15. The forklift RFID system of claim 12, wherein the 
system comprises at least one antenna on a fixed portion of 
the forklift, and at least one antenna on a vertically movable 
portion of the forklift. 

16. The forklift RFID system of claim 12, wherein the 
35 forklift further comprises an antenna for interrogating RFID 

location tags in a storage area. 

17. The forklift RFID system of claim 16, wherein the 
antenna for interrogating RFID location tags in a storage 
area is located on the top of the forklift, and at least one 

40 RFID location tag is located in the storage area above that 
antenna. 

18. The forklift RFID system of claim 12, wherein the 
system further comprises a multiplexing circuit for multi- 
plexing interrogation signals among the at least two anten- 

45 nas, 

19. The system of claim 12, wherein the system further 
comprises software adapted to provide information to a user 
interface regarding a pallet. 

20. The system of claim 19, wherein the software asso- 
50 ciates an RFID-tagged pallet with an RFID location tag. 

21. The system of claim 19, wherein the software provides 
a signal to user through the user interface when a forklift 
carrying an RFID-tagged pallet approaches a correct RFID 
location tag, 

55 22. The system of claim 1 9, wherein the software provides 
a signal to a user through the user interface when a forklift 
carrying an RFID-tagged pallet approaches an incorrect 
RFID location tag. 

23. The system of claim 12, wherein the forklift includes 
60 at least one sensor to activate an RFID interrogation system 

automatically. 

24. The system of claim 12, wherein the forklift includes 
a deactivation system to turn off the RFID interrogation 
system automatically if no RFID tag has been successfully 

65 interrogated for a predetermined period of time. 

***** 
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